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SOME FACTS REGARDING SEX INSTRUCTION IN THE 
HIGH SCHOOLS OF THE UNITED STATES 



NEWELL W. EDSON 
United States Public Health Service 



In January, 1920, the United States Bureau of Education and 
the United States Public Health Service sent out a questionnaire 
to obtain information regarding the status of sex instruction in 
the high schools of the United States. This questionnaire was sent 
to 12,025 A an d B (accredited and partially accredited) high schools 
and brought 6,488 (53.8 per cent) replies. 

Its purposes were threefold: (1) To ascertain facts about the 
number and distribution of high schools giving sex instruction 
through the regular subjects of the curriculum. (2) To learn of 
the content and method of the parts of such school subjects as 
relate to sex instruction and guidance. (3) To discover the attitude 
of principals toward sex instruction in high schools. 

The schools from which replies were received fall naturally 
into three groups: (1) Those schools giving emergency sex educa- 
tion, i.e., through lectures, occasional talks, sex hygiene exhibits, 
pamphlets, etc. (2) Those schools giving integrated sex education, 
i.e., incidentally in the subjects of the regular curriculum. (3) 
Those schools giving no sex education. 

A summary of the returns indicates that there are 1,633 high 
schools of Group 1, 1,005 °f Group 2, and 3,850 of Group 3. In 
other words, two-fifths of the high schools replying (that is, at 
least one-fifth of the A and B high schools in the United States) 
are giving sex instruction of some sort. This is a surprisingly 
large number in view of the fact that there is no generally accepted 
content or method of sex instruction and guidance. Evidently 
there has arisen in many places a realization of the necessity of 
protecting the youth of our land from the dangerous experiments, 
the mental distress, and the dread diseases which so frequently 
result from ignorance in regard to matters pertaining to sex. 
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The West (Mountain and Pacific states of Table I) leads some- 
what in the percentage of schools giving sex instruction, although 
the total number of high schools there is much smaller than in 
the geographic division next in order of percentage. If the states 
are regrouped into only three divisions, the West leads decidedly, 
the relative percentages being: Eastern states 20.7, Central states 
20.2, Western states 32.5. 

TABLE I 
Sectional Distribution of High Schools Giving Sex Instruction 



Geographic Divisions 



Total A and B 
High Schools 



Schools Giving 

Emergency or 

Integrated Sex 

Education 



Percentage 
Giving Emer- 
gency or Inte- 
grated Sex 
Education 



United States 

New England states 

Middle Atlantic states 

South Atlantic states 

East North Central states . 
West North Central states. 
East South Central states. . 
West South Central states . 

Mountain states 

Pacific states 

No state given 



12,025 

698 

1,214 

1,302 

3,342 

2,528 

706 

1,108 

484 

643 



2,638 
108 

374 
r86 
771 
S53 
93 
138 
124 

243 

48 



21.9 

iS-4 
30.8 
14.2 
23.6 
21.8 

131 
12.4 
25.6 
37-7 



While the ratio (Table II) of schools giving sex instruction 
to those who report as giving none is 11 to 16, there are many 
variations from this ratio and these are widely distributed. In 
Utah all schools reporting offer such instruction. In Delaware, 
Maryland, and New Hampshire relatively little attention is given 
to the problem. 

A further analysis, not shown here, indicates that sex instruc- 
tion is not limited to large city schools but has sprung up in schools 
of all sizes in communities of all sizes. 

Apparently sex instruction has developed here and there with- 
out regard to locality, an indication that it has grown because of 
a genuine need. Nor is it likely that the status is a result of 
propaganda. Indeed, the movement is too new and has too little 
uniformity to be due to propaganda; only two principals indicate 
on the returns that instruction has been given for eight years or 
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TABLE II 

Distribution of Replies by States and by Kind op Sex 
Instruction Given 



Total 
Replies 



Emergency 

Sex 
Education 



Integrated 

Sex 
Education 



No Sex 
Education 



Total 

Number of 

High 

Schools 



Total for United States 

Alabama 

Arizona 

Arkansas 

California 

Colorado 

Connecticut 

Delaware 

District of Columbia. . . 

Florida 

Georgia 

Idaho 

Illinois 

Indiana 

Iowa 

Kansas 

Kentucky 

Louisiana 

Maine 

Maryland 

Massachusetts 

Michigan 

Minnesota 

Mississippi 

Missouri 

Montana 

Nebraska 

Nevada 

New Hampshire 

New Jersey 

New Mexico 

New York 

North Carolina 

North Dakota 

Ohio 

Oklahoma 

Oregon 

Pennsylvania 

Rhode Island 

South Carolina 

South Dakota 

Tennessee 

Texas 

Utah 

Vermont 

Virginia 

Washington 

West Virginia 

Wisconsin 

Wyoming 

No state 



6,488 



i,633 



1.005 



3,850 



54 
20 

59 

167 

54 

33 

15 

6 

28 

55 

34 

3 66 

363 

390 

215 

62 

81 

114 

49 

188 

293 

143 

55 

217 

76 

139 

13 

42 

95 

20 

466 

169 

83 
476 

50 
119 

587 
16 
40 
46 
71 

173 
21 

36 
65 

120 



26 
142 



7 
22 



o 
I 

7 
15 
14 
99 
65 
132 
65 
22 

14 

22 

6 

23 
92 

37 

23 

81 

12 

28 

4 

3 

23 

1 

72 

37 

29 

137 

9 

Si 

105 

2 

8 

17 

14 

37 

4 

9 

20 
27 
29 
9 1 
9 
29 



4 
5 
11 
79 
9 
3 
3 
1 



7 
60 
46 
44 
32 

8 

5 
6 

3 

18 

36 
23 

5 
36 
15 
13 

1 

4 
16 

4 
72 
IS 
11 

114 
13 
14 
86 

3 
3 
5 
9 
27 

17 
4 
3 

24 
26 

31 

3 

19 



42 
8 
26 
40 
33 
19 
12 

4 

20 

32 

13 

207 

252 

214 

118 

32 

62 

86 

40 

147 

165 

83 

27 

100 

49 
98 
8 
35 
56 
15 

322 

117 
43 

225 
28 
54 

396 
11 

29 

24 

48 

109 

o 

23 
42 
69 

33 
126 

14 
94 



12,025 



29 

147 

248 

88 

57 

33 

7 

61 

176 

64 

678 

709 

804 

425 
170 
207 
219 
92 
263 
598 
229 

i°5 

54o 

141 

294 

23 

77 

158 

43 

758 

486 

142 

981 

179 
188 
298 

23 
143 

94 
190 

575 

47 

59 

137 

207 

167 

376 

49 
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TABLE III* 

Number of High Schools Giving Integrated Sex Education in Connection 
With Certain Subjects op Instruction 





Biology 


Soci- 
ology 


Physi- 
ology 


Hygiene 


Zoology 


General 
Science 


Botany 


Other 
Subjects 


Total for United States. . . 
Percentage for United 
Statesf. 


432 
32.2 


202 
IS- 


158 
II. 8 


147 
II 


78 
5-8 


72 
5-4 


59 

4-4 


193 

14.4 






Alabama 


3 
2 
6 
44 
6 

3 

1 










2 
1 

1 
4 






Arizona 


I 

IO 
4 

1 


I 
2 
IO 
I 
I 


1 

2 

29 

1 


I 
I 


1 
1 


3 
3 

25 


Arkansas 


California 




























1 




















I 




1 






7 
3 
8 

4 
3 
3 
3 


6 
10 

S 

16 
8 

1 

1 


2 














1 
8 
12 
2 
1 
2 


3 


Illinois 


22 
12 
12 

13 

I 
2 


II 

s 

4 
9 


21 
2 
I 
I 


4 
12 

8 
2 


Indiana 






14 


Kansas 


Kentucky 






1 


I 






Maine 


4 
2 
6 

7 
6 


2 






Maryland 








I 

s 

4 






Massachusetts 


1 
3 
7 
2 
26 
4 
1 


2 

12 

6 


S 
10 

3 


1 

3 
1 


1 
1 
4 
I 
I 

2 


3 


Michigan 


Minnesota 


7 
5 

6 






2 

7 
1 


3 

I 

S 


2 
1 

3 
1 




1 
2 
2 


Montana 


4 
3 


Nebraska 


Nevada 


New Hampshire 






4 

1 

2 
1 
6 
3 
3 
3 
3 
1 










New Jersey 


9 

2 

60 

8 

1 
84 


1 
2 
2 

5 

34 

4 

7 


1 
1 
9 


1 

1 
1 






3 


New Mexico 


1 
S 


2 
I 


New York 


S 
3 
3 
9 
6 


North Carolina 


North Dakota 


1 

10 

2 

4 
7 




Ohio 


2 
2 

16 


7 

1 
1 
4 


I 

4 
6 
1 


Oklahoma 


Oregon 


9 

57 

1 
2 


3 
6 


Pennsylvania 


Rhode Island 














South Dakota 


3 

1 

5 
9 




1 

7 
2 
2 


I 

1 
3 
4 






1 




Tennessee 


8 

13 
8 
1 


1 

2 

1 






Texas 


1 
I 




3 


Utah 










1 







* An analysis of Column 3 of Table II. 

t Percentages are not exclusive, since a school may offer more than one subject. 
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Biology 


Soci- 
ology 


Physi- 
ology 


Hygiene 


Zoology 


General 
Science 


Botany 


Other 
Subjects 












2 
2 
2 
4 






I 




12 
IO 

8 

i 
7 


6 
6 

6 

2 
2 


3 
5 


3 

8 

4 




I 


6 




7 




3 


2 


7 








2 




2 


2 


I 


4 







more, and even in the same state a surprising variety of methods 
is used. 

Analysis of the figures for schools giving integrated sex educa- 
tion shows (Table III) that it is given more frequently through 
biology, sociology, physiology, and hygiene. This is probably 
because the content of these subjects so closely approaches the 
topics of this instruction and more easily admits of adaptation to 
include it. For example, biology can deal naturally with these 
sex topics among others: reproduction in plants and animals, 
including human reproduction; environmental factors in develop- 
ment; pregnancy in mammals and evolution of care in infancy; 
internal secretions and their relation to adolescence; secondary 
sexual characters and their manifestations; elementary principles 
of heredity and eugenics. Sociology may refer to the relation of 
venereal diseases to society's defectives, the importance of the 
family in social evolution and the factors tending to its disruption, 
co-operation in the household, the influence upon sex relations of 
such factors as proper housing, wholesome recreation, hours and 
variety of occupation, etc. Physiology and hygiene may include 
the functions of cells and their conjugation, ductless glands 
and hormones, differences between bony and muscular systems 
of the two sexes, the reproductive system, bacteria and the so- 
cial diseases, the relation of conservation of health to pre-natal 
care, etc. 

The column headed "Other Subjects" includes agriculture, 
animal husbandry, bacteriology, civics, domestic science, eco- 
nomics, ethics, home nursing, pedagogy, physical education, and 
psychology. 
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In Table IV, biology, botany, zoology, general science, bacteri- 
ology, agriculture, and animal husbandry have been grouped under 
the heading "Biological sciences," since the part of each of these 
subjects which affords opportunity for sex instruction is probably 
very similar in them all. Physiology and hygiene are so frequently 
given as one course that they are combined here. The heading 
"Homemaking subjects" includes domestic science, household arts, 
home economics, and home nursing. 



TABLE IV 

Number of Schools Teaching Integrated Sex Education in Connection with 
Certain Subjects of Instruction 





Human 
Reproduction 


Venereal 
Diseases 


Menstruation 


Seminal Emissions 




t 


S 


s 


a 






S 








* 


& 




& 












































S 




















































>, 


-n 


>. 


.a 


, 


«, 


X) 


>» 


J4 


1 




Tf 


>» 


■J3 


^_ 




Ti 


>. 


X 


^_ 




S 






'J3 


3 


rt 


en 


G 
O 



T3 
'-5 


1- 

3 


rt 


m 


O 


T3 

"J3 


3 


rt 


171 


O 





3 







u- 


zn 


H 


t* 


H 


1* 


:/) 


H 


M- 


H 


u- 


Cfi 


H 


Ik 


H 


t* 


C/j 


H 


[x< 


H 


Biological sciences 


i8s 


261 


114 


.SO 


sS 4 


41 


63 


21 


16 


131 


7 


II 


4 


5 


22 


6 


14 


5 


3 


23 


Physiology and 












































50 


53 


6S 


fu 


tS^ 


58 


49 
14 
3 


59 


04 




43 


40 


42 


4Q 


109 




19 










9 




25 

6 


2 g 
20 


154 
IS 










Homemaking subjects. 


14 


12 


I 


7 


I 


13 


13 


11 


8 


26 

















Physical education 


1 


6 


7 


s 


11 


IO 


11 


11 


IO 


2 (J 


12 


IO 


11 


10 


23 


6 


6 


5 


S 


I- 




I 


1 


4 


3 


7 


2 


2 


3 


2 


II 


1 


I 


1 


1 


1 


















* Many schools did not indicate year. 

t Some schools offer subject more than one year. 

It appears that the biological sciences lend themselves most 
readily and logically to consideration of the topic of human repro- 
duction and that they, with the topics of sex instruction included 
in them, are given more frequently in the second year. There is 
a notably more even distribution over topics and years for physi- 
ology and hygiene, many schools teaching through these courses 
the four topics noted in the table. Sociology is used largely for 
the topic of venereal diseases, although few schools state the year 
in which the subject is taught. Probably the small number of 
schools dealing with the topics of menstruation and seminal emis- 
sions is due partly to lack of opportunity for segregation of sexes, but 
more to the difficulty which many teachers experience in approach- 
ing these important topics in a natural and impersonal way. 
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On the whole, these topics of sex instruction are considered more 
commonly in the early part of the school course. While sex 
instruction should be given at least as early as this, the situation is 
probably due less to a conviction of the need for sex instruction 
in those years than to the fact that the subjects through which 
they are given happen to be taught then. Further support to this 
inference is given by the figures for physiology and hygiene and 
physical education, which are frequently taught in more than one 
year but which show little variation in figures for the different 
years. 

Questions regarding method brought out the fact that three- 
fifths of the schools giving integrated sex instruction (592) use 
oral presentation by a regular teacher as one of their methods. 
One-third (326) 1 make use of supplementary readings from pam- 
phlets and books, the pupils being referred somewhat more fre- 
quently to pamphlets. One-quarter (244) give assistance to 
pupils through individual conferences, and an almost equal number 
(236) use the lecture method. That 241 schools have reached a 
point where general classroom discussions on these topics can be 
held is a most helpful indication that the subject is being sanely 
and judiciously handled. 

Tabulations not given here show that only 32.3 per cent of 
those schools which offer the biological sciences report that they 
utilize them as a means for integrated sex education. In the 
same way only 16 per cent of those off ering physiology and hygiene 
and 5 per cent of those offering homemaking subjects give sex 
instruction through them. Apparently a large majority of the 
teachers of these subjects fail to realize that their subjects can 
include this instruction, or they consciously exclude or avoid it. 

Space was provided on the questionnaire for principals to 
indicate their attitude toward the introduction of sex instruction 
into the curriculum. From Table V we see that a large percentage 
of principals favor integrated sex education, even among those 
in whose schools such instruction is not given. In fact, these 
principals who favor but do not give integrated sex education 

1 Figures not exclusive, since one school may be giving sex instruction through 
more than one course. 
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represent 27.7 per cent of the whole number of A and B high schools 
of the United States. On the part of those giving emergency 
sex education, the reason for this attitude may be that while the 
card exhibit (Keeping Fit) published by the United States Public 
Health Service is conservative and normal in its approach to sex 
matters, lectures and special talks by local speakers may have 
emphasized the pathological and abnormal. On the whole, 
therefore, emergency sex education has not won so many sponsors 
as has instruction spread over a period of time and given as a 
normal part of regular subjects. 

TABLE V 
Attitude or Principals toward Introduction of Sex Instruction 





Emergency Sex 
Education 


Integrated Sex 
Education 


No Sex 
Education 


Total 


Pmnctpai. 


Number 


Percent- 
age 


Number 


Percent- 
age 


Number 


Percent- 
age 


Number 


Percent- 
age 


Undecided 

(doubtful) 

Not indicated . . . 


I°73 

iS3 

IOI 

401 


80.9 
"S 

7.6 


841 

68 


92-5 

7-5 


2262 
246 

143 
1 165 


85-3 
9.2 

5-5 


4176 
467 

244 
1601 


8S-4 
9-5 

S- 1 


35 






Total 


1728 




944 




3816 




6488 





Four hundred principals, 79.5 per cent of those answering this 
question, state that the work has fully met their expectations. 
Most of the reasons for the lack of success (Table VI) are the same 
as for the unsuccess in other teaching and can be eliminated by 
proper administration and further experience on the part of 
teachers. Occasionally principals have overcome outside opposi- 
tion by conferences through which parents were convinced of the 
need for, and the sound character of, the work. Some principals 
report success despite opposition. While the number of reports 
is too small to be used as a basis for generalization, the reasons 
assigned for lack of success are probably typical both in character 
and in proportion. 

Occasionally a principal indicated that sex instruction could 
not be separated from guidance. However, there was a notable 
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lack of comment showing a realization that sex education should 
include not only the giving of information but also a conscious 
attempt to modify and control the school environment in matters 
which affect sex and social relationships. Sex education should 

TABLE VI 
Reasons for Lack of Success 

From within the school: 

Teachers not trained 21 

Teachers of wrong personality or attitude 19 

Teachers too few 6 

Teacher opposition or lack of co-operation 6 

Segregation of sexes difficult 15 

Complexity of groups 1 

Reaches too few 1 

Material lacking n 

Instruction not properly organized 21 

Instruction too irregular 8 

Instruction overemphasized sex 4 

Given no fair trial 8 

From outside the school: 

Parent opposition, disapproval, or indifference 29 

Parents prefer home instruction 2 

Public opposition or indifference 35 

Board opposition 1 

not be restricted to a certain body of information given at a special 
time and place, but rather should it be spread over a considerable 
time and given in various relations. Since sex aspects are so 
closely connected with human conduct, sex education should be 
interwoven with character education and the creation of right 
attitudes and ideals. 

CONCLUSIONS 

1. From the number of attempts in the field of sex education, 
experimental in character because of the absence of standard 
content or methods, and from the expressed attitude of high-school 
principals, there appears a rather widespread belief that sex educa- 
tion is needed. 
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2. Among the various states there is no uniformity in the 
ratio of schools giving sex education to those not giving it. 

3. The West has apparently progressed somewhat further in 
developing sex education than have other sections of the country. 

4. Not all school subjects are equally adapted to serve as 
media for sex facts. There are, however, some phases of sex 
education which can be handled normally as part of a particular 
subject or of several subjects. Moreover, a wide variety of sub- 
jects may serve for presenting at least one phase of sex education. 

5. The biological sciences, because of their frequent dealing 
with sex and reproduction in plants and animals, furnish the 
readiest vehicles for sex education. On the other hand, sociology, 
physiology and hygiene (which in its fact content is mainly bio- 
logical), and physical education are possible avenues of approach, 
though few teachers are taking advantage of these opportunities. 

6. Aside from dealing with the topics of human reproduction 
and venereal diseases, there is little organized sex instruction in 
connection with established high-school subjects. 

7. Sex instruction is probably given early in the high-school 
course because the subjects including it happen to be taught 
then, rather than because of a conscious plan to give such instruc- 
tion when it is most needed, in early adolescence. 

8. There is marked approval of integrated sex education on 
the part of principals and a feeling that such instruction as has 
been given has met with success. 

9. Emergency sex education (i.e., special lectures, pamphlets, 
exhibits, etc.) has less approval than sex instruction given as a 
part of regular subjects in the curriculum. 

10. There is apparently as yet no marked realization on the 
part of principals that sex education should include both instruction 
and guidance in matters pertaining to the relationships between 
the two sexes. 

11. An exchange of experience among the different schools 
would undoubtedly allow many well-qualified teachers who are 
holding back now for lack of knowledge of method to go ahead 
with sex instruction and guidance. 



